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NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20506 

February 19, 1965 
- SENSITIVE 


MEMORANDUM FOR MR. BUNDY 

SUBJECT: The Vietnam Crisis -- One Dove's Lament 

Last week I sent Chet Cooper a brief note (attached) in which 
I raised some questions that disturbed me after reading your report 
to the President. Nothing that has happened in the intervening days 
has reassured me on these questions. Indeed, a number of develop- 
ments, most especially last night's attempted coup d'etat , have 
increased my doubts and concern. 

I have assumed that the proposed policy of sustained reprisals 
seeks to achieve two objectives: (a) to stiffen the spine, morale, 

and sense of unity of the South Vietnamese and thereby induce greater 
political stability; and (b) to signal our determination, and our will- 
ingness to inflict increasingly heavy damage, to the Hanoi regime 
and its supporters. I have also sensed that where doubts might exist 
on the attainability of either one of these objectives, the reprisal 
track has been considered justifiable on the basis of the other objective 
alone. Thus, even though I have seen no intelligence estimates 
(including that of February 18th) which conclude that Hanoi would 
"call off its dogs" in response to a sustained reprisal track, I assume 
that the track has nonetheless commended itself to the Administration 
as a means to achieve stability through sustained euphoria in Saigon. 

I would judge that last night's coup attempt has seriously under- 
mined our argument for the therapeutic effect in the South of air 
strikes against the North (although I suspect some may argue that the 
coup occurred as the result of our failure to make further air strikes 
earlier this week). Certainly the wide-spread public impression of 
air strikes as a desperation move -- as a substitute for political 
stability in Saigon -- will be compounded by this most recent power 
grab. 

I continue to believe that a policy of sustained reprisals against 
the North entails greater risks than we have any right to take in terms 
of our world-wide interests. Not so far down the track, given the 
.factors of North Vietnamese and Chinese aircraft, U. S. rules of 
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engagement, Peiping 1 s paranoia, and the Sino-Soviet Treaty, is 
the strong possibility of a ground war with China --a war in which 
we do not have the wherewithal to achieve any meaningful M victory ,r 
even if our people and our allies allowed us to take on the Chinese 
armies for a long ground struggle. 

The only rational alternative remains negotiation. In this 
regard the much-abused gentlemen of the NEW YORK TIMES and 
several thoughtful members of the Presidents own party on the 
Hill have been doing their duty persistently over the past two weeks 
and have been speaking truth -- oversimplified as it may sometimes 
sound, and hard as it may be for us to bear. What concerns me most 
deeply in the course of this period has been the polarization of political 
and press opinion in the absense of a clear and comprehensive message 
from the top of the Government. If we have many more speeches like 
those of Dodd and Dirks en yesterday, the option of negotiation will 
become far more difficult -- through its repeated equation with 
appeasement and sell-out (and ultimately, treason. ) 

In my view, it is therefore imperative -- before the lines of 
public debate tighten even more severely — that the President be 
responsive to the initiatives of U Thant, the Pope, and the thoughtful 
press; and that we be specifically responsive through secret channels 
by exploring actively the possibilities for a negotiated solution with 
the British, the Russians, and other intermediaries. (In this regard 
I should note that we have a Warsaw conversation with the Chinese 
.scheduled for next week, ) As far as I can judge, we have failed to 
do any significant exploration of Hanoi 1 s actual private terms for a 
settlement. And although several able individuals at State and else- 
where have put their minds to the specifics of a realistic U. S. 
negotiating position, the Administration has made no concerted 
effort to staff this out with any of the care and vigor given to target- 
selection and the like. 

It seems to me vital that we not lose our perspective: in 
South Vietnam we have slipped into a gross overcommitment of 
national prestige and resources on political., military, and geographic 
terrain which should long ago have persuaded us to avoid such a 
commitment. Our national interest now demands that we find ourselves 
a face-saving avenue of retreat -- that we marshal our imaginations 
and those of other powers -- to discover such an avenue. 

COPY LBd UBIfoRY 



- 3 - 


I may well misunderstand the thrust and subtleties of the 
sustained reprisal track; but I get no sense that it is currently 
directed toward the discovery of such an avenue. I should add, 
finally, that I obviously have not been privy to all that has been in 
train this week; and for all I know some aspects of the preceding 
analysis may well be part of your current planning and actions. 




James C. ^Thomson, 


Jr. 


£ 5 - 


COPY LBd LIBRARY 



